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There are two rivers in Mexico known as Río Atoyac, and each has been in the news in recent days
because of very distinct problems. Atoyac is a Nahuatl word that means water that spills.
The smaller Río Atoyac originates in the mountains of Veracruz state, near the city of Córdoba,
and flows into the Gulf of Mexico, also providing water for the Rio Cotaxtla and the Rio Jamapa in
Veracruz state. This Río Atoyac made headlines in early March because of a geological phenomenon
that caused a segment of the river to disappear from the surface, leaving residents of eight
municipalities to wonder why the river had suddenly dried up.
In neighboring Puebla state, a much larger but different Río Atoyac made headlines in mid-March
when the Congress sounded the alarm about extreme industrial contamination that is affecting the
health of residents along the river and creating extreme environmental problems. The Río Atoyac
in Puebla is also commonly known as Rio Balsas. It originates in the mountains of Puebla and flows
into Tlaxcala state.

‘Someone pulled the plug’
Residents of the sierras in Veracruz said the disappearance of the river reminded them of
someone pulling the plug on a bathtub. The phenomenon was initially thought to be the result of
overexploitation of the river or fracking, but a subsequent investigation uncovered a large sinkhole
near the community of Rancho San Fermín that sucked all the water underground over the course of
two days.
“On Monday, we realized that water had stopped flowing, so we went to investigate and found a
hole that prevented the river from running within its banks,” a resident of Rancho San Fermín told
reporters.
Engineers from the Veracruz state civil protection ministry (Secretaría de Protección Civil), who
traveled to the area, said the size of the sinkhole was 30 by 20 meters. Engineering and geology
experts confirmed that the hole was the result of a geological fracture on the limestone in the ground
below the river. The crack begins about 2.8 kilometers from the source of the river, which supplies
water to thousands of families as well as to the sugar plantations that provide income for most local
families.
“'These cracks open in the land and continue to open and create more cracks,” the experts said.
The river originates in the municipality of Amatlán de los Reyes, near Córdoba, and flows by the
municipalities of Atoyac, Yanga, Cuitláhuac, Carrillo Puerto, Cotaxtla, and Medellín before flowing
into the Gulf of Mexico at Boca del Río.
The Río Atoyac also feeds into the larger Río Cotaxtla, and authorities reported that this waterway
was much lower than usual due to the sinkhole.
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Experts from the Comisión Nacional del Agua (CONAGUA) and other agencies were trying to find a
remedy for the situation, including plugging the hole with material from the riverbed.
Other experts noted that the river has not died entirely, and that some water continues to flow
into the riverbed from below the ground. “The river continues to flow within its banks despite the
geological phenomenon [upriver],” said Raúl Tecalco Gómez, president of the organization Atoyac
Extremo. “It is possible that some water is springing up from underground sources to maintain some
of the river on the surface.”
Before the current geological problems of the Atoyac in Veracruz, environmental experts were
sounding the alarm about overexploitation and contamination of the river, the latest concern being
the indiscriminate extraction of water to serve the city of Córdoba and its industrial corridor.
“The Atoyac is threatened by interests that are taking the water indiscriminately and are harming
it with contaminants,” the Asamblea Nacional de Afectados Ambientales noted. The organization
mention threats from economic activities like logging, cultivation of sugar cane and lemons, and
livestock production.

Extreme contamination in Puebla
The environmental problems of the Río Atoyac in Veracruz are small when compared with the
situation of the river with the same name in neighboring Puebla.
According to studies commissioned by environmental groups like Dale la Cara al Atoyac,
extreme contamination on the river is threatening the health of more than 2.3 million residents of
communities along the river. This Río Atoyac is considered one of the most polluted waterways in
Mexico. By some estimates, industrial concerns dump 146 tons of organic material, 62.8 tons of solid
waste and 14 kilograms of heavy metals along the 400 km. of the river on a daily basis.
“What is most alarming to the population is the frequency by which the waters turn into different
colors by night and on weekends, when there are no inspections of water disposal and watertreatment plants,” said Verónica Mastretta, a spokesperson for Dale la Cara al Atoyac.
According to Mastretta, the extreme pollution originates from a variety of industrial sources: textile
plants, meat packers, and manufacturers of construction materials.
Academics from the Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Puebla (BUAP) and the Universidad
Iberoamericana also chimed in, suggesting that authorities consolidate the criteria to sanction the
companies that contaminate the river and set a deadline of August 2016 for these enterprises to
install anti-pollution mechanisms in their equipment.
“The proposal from the academics points to the need to identify health risks and to create an
epidemiological chart to track dangerous residues and other health threats on the river,” said the
daily newspaper Milenio.
The academic experts agreed that the lack of ethics from companies that seek economic benefits
without concern for environmental damage have put the Río Atoyac in an extremely precarious
position.
In mid-March, members of the federal Senate and Chamber of Deputies introduced a resolution
urging an immediate halt to the discharge of contaminants on the Río Atoyac. Sen. Roberto Gil,
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president of the upper house, urged authorities to apply the laws that are already on the books to
halt the industrial contamination that is damaging the river. Similar comments came from Sen.
Ninfa Salinas, chair of the environment committee (Comisión de Medio Ambiente), who urged an
extensive cleaning of the river as well as a stricter enforcement of environmental norms to prevent
further contamination. In the Chamber of Deputies, Deputy Arturo Álvarez Angli introduced a
resolution in the environment committee (Comisión de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales)
asking for the government to halt all discharges into the river.
Industrial contamination of waterways is common in Mexico. One of the most recent high-profile
cases was the toxic spill from a mine in Sonora in 2014 that caused significant contamination to the
Sonora River and its tributary, the Bacanuchi River (SourceMex, Aug. 13, 2014, Sept. 24, 2014, and
Feb. 10, 2016).
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